
Further Reading: Women’s position in society, 1850-1900 

TASK: Use the information to create a short timeline recording changes to 

women’s position in society, during the second half of the nineteenth century. 

 

In the middle of the Nineteenth Century in Britain, women were treated as second-

class citizens in a number of ways. When a woman married, all her money and 

possessions became the property of her husband; if the marriage broke down, the 

husband was legally entitled to keep the children in all cases. Women were not 

expected to take up careers or take degrees and they were barred from professions 

such as medicine, law and accountancy. Nor could women become magistrates, sit 

on juries, vote, or become MPs.  

The situation for women started to improve towards the latter part of the century. In 

1870 women who paid taxes were allowed to vote for school boards and continued 

to do so until 1902 when school boards were abolished. 

In the 1870s, the first women doctors began practising, while teaching and working 

in offices became common occupations. Population statistics suggest that after the 

1870s, middle class people began to use contraception. Yet the few people who 

campaigned for birth control were seen as rebels. In 1877, Annie Besant and Charles 

Bradlaugh were arrested for publishing a book on birth control. It was banned and 

described as a ‘filthy, dirty book’. Their trial was given much publicity and several 

thousand copies were sold. 

In 1882 the Married Women’s Property Act allowed women to continue as the 

separate owner of property when they married. In 1886 the Guardianship of Children 

Act allowed a mother to claim custody of her children if the marriage broke down. 

Additionally, women were gaining 

more political rights: in 1888 

unmarried women were allowed to 

vote for the new county and borough 

councils (for local government 

representatives) and in 1894 both 

married and unmarried women were 

allowed to vote for the new urban 

and rural district councils, and could 

stand for election to these councils. 


